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JFK: A Shocking ‘How done It’ 1 



The murder of a president is 
a:, personal as well as an institu- 
tional disaster. No American is- - 
•likely to forget the feelings of y 
outrage, despair — and doubt- — •*' 
oh first hearing the news of Noy. ■■ y 
22,' 1963'. Something. .was,’ 
monumentally amiss in the coun-’ 
try* tod it went beyond the sight, 
of a politician sprawled: in- his-. 




. wife’s arms, or the subsequent 
photograph: of a seedy Marxist 
pamphleteer gunned down in the 
basement- of a Dallas jaiL- ~*frt 4 :: 
“Conspiracy’ became a met- 
aphor for a broader cultural mal- 
,.aise; the facts have doggedly 
resisted attempts to prove and dis- 
prove its existence. But the assas- ' 
sination of John F. Kennedy 
spawned. widespread skepticism, 
and a collective feeling of help-' 
lessness and anger. Many things 
have been attributed to it, from 
Vietnam to .the rise of. the 
Beatles. , - .. «- * 

America would probably be a 
different place today had Kenne- 
dy lived. A virulent strain of anti- 
establishment feeling already 
existed before President Johnson 
began to follow advice" on 
Southeast Asia that his predeces- 
sor had resisted. Violent opposi- 
tion to the war ushered in Nixon! 
Watergate led to the atonement 
represented by Carter, and his 
perceived ineptitude led to the 
accession of a stand-in for the 
popular notion of the American 
hero. But we have not had the 
real thing in the White House 
since Kennedy. 

The assassination has been 



kept alive, in part, by novels and. 
"exposes written in quantity about 
; : it The. latest of these is Best Evi - , 
deace, a forensic brick remark? 
able both for its shocking thesis 
' and for the revealed detail of an 
• individual obsession. The author, 
David Lifton, spent IS years on 
the project supported by his par- 
ents and the conviction, based 
upon the Zapruder film, that Ken- 
nedy was shot from the front “I 
had not approached the assassina- 
tion as a political radical; what 
stuck in my craw was . . , a gov- 
ernment pronouncement about 
the direction of the fatal shot that 
flew in the face of the laws of, 

; physics,” Lipton writes, i- 1 4 

He is either a paragon of con- 
cerned citizenry or a deluded 
zealot, depending upon one’s 
point of view; he is certainly thor-. 

. ough. Best Evidence is a prolix 
medical thriller that examines ev-.: 
ery shred of, evidence several 
times over and serves at the very 
least as a comprehensive narra- 
tive of assassination fact and the- 
- ’■ V ■ See JFK, B-10 

James Conaway is a journalist 
and novelist whose most recent 
book is World's End. 







JFK: One More Conspiracy Theory 



Continued From D-S ,t v'-.X '.iv- 

ory. Lifton decided that the Warren Commission 
was negligent, and that some -members of gov- 
ernment conspired in the murder of the president 
and the illegal transfer of power. Much of his 

evidence' is compelling. ?'y. Y.\ ; 'V 

.Lifton’s theory, simply put — though nothing 
is 'arrived, at- simply in Best Evidence —is that 
Kennedy's body was surgically altered between 
the time it left Parkland Hospital in Dallas and 
the autopsy at. the Bethesda Naval Hospital. He 
djsatf«_ed’mstimony of FBI agents' present tfial 
■^surgery ofthe head area, namely? in the top of 
the skull” had already been performed, 'though 
not by the Texas doctors. “I was exhilarated, ter- 
rified," he writes. “I' wanted to" vomit." 

! : Lifton 'believes that a bullet and bullet frag- 
;ments were removed from the body and brain, 
ithat the head wound was enlarged .and surgical 
wounds added to Kennedy’s, bach, all to make it ■ 
appear that he had been shot, from behind. He . 
designates a time aboard Air Force. One when ' 
the corpse could have been removed" from the. 
casket, and’ cites the take-off of a helicopter from 
Andrews Air Force Base shortly after the casket 
— ; presumably empty — began its journey tp- the , 
hospital by car. - 

j He tells of terror and confusion among officials, ' 
df the use of a “decoy" Casket, and of two different 
arrivals of the body for autopsy) once, in a-body- ;' 
bag, once in a sheet as it had, left Dallas. The 
first' time, according to a witness* the; cranium, 
was empty; doctors who later performed the au- 
topsy found. that the brain did-- not have- to. he- 
cut loose. Their observations about the wounds 
and the extent of damage were. at? odds. with! 
those of doctors and medical technicians inDallas. 

- Best Evidence is a disturbing book, (I found 
myself choking up at a . clinical description of 
the lesion in Kennedy’s brain.) The ghoulishness 
and depravity .of its implications will turn many- 
against what iq already an outlandish proposition.: 
In my opinion, Lifton’s theory is no more implau- 
sible than! the contention that a single-bullet ; 
killed the president, severely wounded John Con- 
nally and ended up in a pristine condition on a 
stretcher in a deserted hospital- corridor., '»'■■' 
■ The allure, if I may use that word, of 1 Lifton’s 
theory is that at a stroke it resolves most of the 
contradictory .testimony of witnesses in, Dallas 
and Bethesda, and obviates what has always been ' 
the primary objection to conspiracy — that it’ 
would have had to involve too many people, in- 
cluding members of the Warren Commission. But 




Kennedy’s auto, just after the shooting, ’1 

.... . - ■. - ' 

: a few men with connivance in the executive 
branch could conceivably have done what Lifton 
contends. .y '• '. ; . 

, Lifton is not as good with people as he is with 
data: A curious ambiguity surrounds his contacts 
with witnesses. Many deny both his findings and 
their role in them. The yarious investigators treat 
- ‘Lifton with what-is apparently deference, but it 
is unclear whether they consider him a brilliant 
coeval; or a nut. I wondered why he did not 

■ press his conclusions more forcefully with mem- 
\ hers of the House Select Committee on Assassina- 
tions who never seemed to grasp their import. 

Best- Evidence is a “how done it” rather than 
■i-i “who done it.” It is obvious that members of' 
the Secret Service would have had to be involved, 

. for they had possession ofthe body and the evi- 
. dence. Anyone who has ever seen the Secret Ser- 
vice operate knows of its autonomy, and the 
.acquiescence of the powerful in its wishes; deter- 
mined agents could have found a few unobserved 

■ .moments, alone with the casket. If I. were the 
president, I would ask. my attorney .general, or 

.. someone, to assign investigators with subpoena 
power to look at Secret Service records, and to 
ask why there occurred, as Lifton contends, a 

■ shake-up in the agency’s command just prior to 

■Kennedy’s trip to Texas. v»- ,r> ~ 

That is unlikely to happen. Lifton would un- 
doubtedly describe our new administration as 
; “Pattern One” — accepting of the official Warren 
Commission report and, by implication, the role 
. of established authority, over a dissident group 
of doubters; those ttfho believe in the con- 
spiratorial Pattern Two. 

- Pattern One may represent the truth, or an 
; unconscious desire not to know it. If Oswald acted 
alone, then Kennedy’s death was no one’s fault 
That’s easier to live with than the alternative. 




